











financing  led  to  public  finance  principles  (budgetary  and  public  accounting)  being  applied  to  the 
organisation  of  the  Exhibitions.  Along  with  these,  the  organisation  in  charge  of  running  these  events 
imported  a  set  of  well‐formatted  techniques.  However,  these  techniques  (budgeting  and  accounting 
technique) were part of a highly specific type of organisation that bore all the hallmarks of a project:  
 
−  an  Exhibition  is  characterised  by  strong  notions  of  vision,  intentionality  and  voluntarist  action:  it 
seeks  to  achieve  objectives  (of  presentation/democratisation  and  dissemination)  which  require  a 









part  of  a  process  of  organisational  perception,  governance  and  strategic  mobilisation.  The  Universal 





extremely  interesting  for  the  history  of  public  finance  (Thuillier,  1999).  From  this  point  of  view,  the 
Universal Exhibitions organised in Paris during the second half of the 19th century were organised under 






























































reveals  that  two  distinct  roles  can  be  allotted  to  the accounting  systems:    a  learning  role  during  the 
Exhibitions of the first period, then a rationalization role in the case of the Exhibitions held during the 
second period.  
Under  the  Second  Empire,  the  Universal  Exhibitions  financed  exclusively  by  the  Government  were 
supported by strong political, economic and social aims. The importance given to holding such an event 








The  arrival  of  the  3rd  Republic  and  with  it  the  return  of  strict  parliamentary  control,  saw  great 
controversy emerge as to the economic usefulness of Universal Exhibitions and the financial implication of 
the Government in their organisation. The difficulty in obtaining a consensus on how they should be run 
led  to  a  process  of  retrospective  justification  in  which  accounting  acquired  considerable  importance. 


































































































generally  accepted  on  account  of  France's  backwardness  (infrastructures,  etc.)  compared  to  other 




























































power,  Napoleon  III,  wanted  to  free  himself  from  the  constraints  resulting  from  this  control  (delays, 

























incurred  at  past  Exhibitions  and  especially  that  held  in  London,  the  only  precedent  that  can  serve  as  a 
framework  for  a  universal  exhibition.  The  London  Exhibition  showed  a  sum  of  7,319,863  francs  and  55 
centimes including, truth to tell, the construction of the Crystal Palace which alone amounted to 4,429,968 
francs  and  20  centimes.    There  remains,  therefore,  for  the  organisation  and  running  of  this  exhibition, 
spending of 3,069,895 francs and 35 centimes which will serve as the basis of our forecasts…”.  
 



































































The  number  of  visitors  remained  an  uncertainty  that  the  Commission  could  not  remove,  but  it  was 
particularly prevalent in the first two Exhibitions in that behaviour had to be created, rather than learned, 































The  principles  which  were  automatically  applied  with  public  finance  were  to  take  on  the  role  of  a 
« learning machine » as defined by Burchell & al., (1980).  
 






















































Emperor  allowed  himself  to  allocate  special  credits  for  major  projects  without  authorisation  from 
Parliament (Caudal, 2004). The Exhibitions were therefore placed directly under his control and not that 
of Parliament. The Imperial Commissions created by the Emperor in order to organise the events were 



































impossible  to  maintain  during  the  first  Exhibition  of  1855.  Indeed,  the  political  dimension  of  the 


















































Public  accounting  was  frequently  regulated  during  the  first  half  of  the  19th  century,  resulting  in  the 




















revenue  and  expenses  relating  to  the  Exhibition  submitted  for  the  approval  of  the  Imperial 
Commission before being presented to the Emperor).  
 













































































The  recourse  to  industrial  accounting  practices  to  deal  with  the  information  processing  function  was 
visible  in  the  specific  classification  into  fifteen  accounts  used  in  the  accounting  books  of  the  1867 
Exhibition:  Cash, General Expenses, Real Estate Credit on current account, Real Estate Credit (guarantee 
company),  Construction  of  the  Exhibition  Palace,  Entrepreneurs,  State  Subsidy,  Subsidy  of  the  City  of 
Paris, Revenue from the Exhibition, Subscribers to the Guarantee Association, Setting up of the Exhibition 
Centre, Platform and setting in motion of the machines, Capital, Profits and Losses, Miscellaneous. These 
accounts  were  influenced  by  the  elder  Desgranges  through  the  « Profits  and  Losses »  and  « Capital » 





designed  and  printed  for  the  Exhibition),  which  meant  expenses  could  be  monitored  and  checked  in 
accordance with the requirements of public accounting. 
 















The  governance  of  the  organisation  of  the  Exhibition  was  a  major  preoccupation  during  the  first 
Exhibition. Indeed, the President of the Imperial Commission was interested in a model along the lines of 












































Napoleon,  1857:  20) ».  However,  this  executive  committee  was  rapidly  replaced  by  a    general 
commissioner, a cog considered unnecessary by Prince Napoleon but in which he recognised a typically 
French tendency towards centralisation as the only means of obtaining group action. From then on, the 


















objective.  The  coordination  model  was  therefore  centralised  and  hierarchical.  The  centralisation  and 















the  basis  of  which  it  is  possible  to  constitute  groups,  make  comparisons  and  induce  behaviours.  The 
absence of a budget, according to Le Play, meant important information was lost (Le Play, 1989). The 
budget as a tool for forecasting and monitoring revenue and expenditure is therefore a means, in the case 







this  possible  through  reporting  documents  and  through  the  statistics  produced.  The  accumulation  of 
knowledge may be placed on two levels (Cyert et March, 1992): 
 

























































interpreted  as  a  monitoring  system  (Feldmann  and  March,  1991;  March,  1991):  it  is  a  question  of 
understanding  organisational  methods  through  the  accumulation  of  expenses  and  the  generation  of 
revenue. Accounting information where the statistics produced enable the taking of future decisions (in 



















centre  in  planning  is  strong  because  decision‐making  was  centralised,  but  financial  control  is  not 
exercised to the extent that the only commitment to cost was a moral one. As such, control was fairly 





























































The  events  accompanying  the  fall  of  the  Second  Empire  left  France  in  a  sorry  state.  The  Universal 
Exhibitions  therefore  became  a  means  of  reaffirming  the  country’s  economic  and  political  grandeur. 














strict  parliamentary  control  cancelling  all  the  executive  power  of  the  Commission  in  charge  of  the 
organising the Exhibitions. 
On the basis of the first two Exhibitions, experience was accumulated without, for all that, erasing the 







to  the  utility  of  organising  Universal  Exhibitions  emerge.  The  criticisms  concerned  the  financial 
implication of the State and the economic repercussions of these events. It would seem nonetheless that 
the social dimension of the Exhibitions was the one point of consensus amongst parliamentarians.  



































































« During  the  discussion,  several  members  of  the  right  […],  vigorously  attacked  the  proposals  of  the 
Government  and  the  Commission.  Their  main  criticisms  were  founded  on  the  following  motives:  the 
ineffectiveness of the international Universal Exhibitions for the development of both foreign and domestic 
trade;  the  excessive  tax  burden  imposed  on  provincial  tax­payers  to  obtain  an  illusory  and  temporary 
prosperity for a proportion of Parisian traders; uncertainty on the participation of foreign countries to the 


















More  generally,  what  we  are  seeing  during  the  3rd  Republic  was  a  change  in  the  meaning  given  to 




































































During  the  first  two  Exhibitions,  the  absence  of  models  and  previous  experience  created  a  lack  of 
awareness of the consequences of a decision. On the other hand, during this second period, knowledge 





















































































unfavourable  circumstances  such  as  the  war  in  South  Africa,  events  in  China  and  the  high  summer 




The  Universal  Exhibitions  organised  under  the  3rd  Republic  were  the  complete  opposite  of  the 
Exhibitions  of  the  preceding  periods.  The  return  of  parliamentary  debate  made  it  possible  for  the 
economic justification of these events to be questioned. A consensus could not be taken for granted. It had 
to be obtained politically with the organisers putting forward arguments to justify their choices. Besides, 
the  accumulation  of  experience  reduced  the  uncertainty  present  at  the  outset  in  assessing  the 
consequences  of  a  decision.  Decision‐taking  in  creating  the  Exhibitions  therefore  took  on  a  political 
dimension: justifying budget choices and directing action to obtain Parliament’s approval (Burchell & al., 
1980).  










stems  from  the  accounting  model  adapted  during  the  first  period.  But  this  model  takes  into  account  
modifications to the rules of public finance linked to the return of the Republic. The application of stricter 




































































the  expenses  and  revenue  contained  in  the  overall  budget  with  the  aim  of  producing  an  annualized 
budget. This forecast was based on a schedule showing the planned progress of the project and served as 
a  control  budget  when  carrying  out  the  retrospective  audit  demanded  by  public  finance.  The  credits 
granted had to be spent in the course of the year in order to respect the annual nature of the budgets. 
Lastly, to monitor the execution of the budget and in accordance with the rationale of public financial 









































































Table 1 : Accounting codes for 1867 and 1889 Exhibitions 
 
Accounting Regulations for the Exhibition of 1867 
Proposed accounting regulations governing revenue and expenditure dated 
1865.  National  Archives  F12  2993;  report  on  the  organisation  of  the 
Exhibition of 1867. 
Accounting Regulations for the Exhibition of 1889 
Proposed accounting regulations under the letterhead of the Ministry for 
Trade and Industry. National Archives F12 3816. 
- Title 1: The revenue and expenditure budget  
Origin of the funds and object of the expenditure (article 1), 
attribution of the revenue linked to the Exhibition to a 
current account with the Crédit Foncier de France (article 2), 
procedure for settling expenses and means of settling minor 
expenses (article 3). 
- Title 2: The liquidation of expenditure . 
Measures concerning the remuneration of the members of 
the Imperial Commission (article 4), administrative 
procedures governing contracts, submissions dealt with and 
agreements (article 5), ban on staff having anything to do 
with contracts or supplies  (article 6), procedure for 
managing expenditure, wages and salaries (article 7 to 12). 
- Title 3: The payment of expenses  
The settlement of expenses necessarily requires a mandate 
(article 13), their payment is made by a cheque drawn on the 
Crédit Foncier (article 14), list of the clauses the mandates 
must mention (article 15), list of supporting documents to be 
presented for each payment (article 16), classification of the 
various payments in full, deposit, balance, advance (article 
17), regulation of the various payments previously 
mentioned (articles 18 to 21). 
- Title 4: Double-entry accounting, books to be kept and 
balances to be drawn up (article 22). 
- Title 5: Checking of the accounts by the finance committee 
(article 23). 
- Title 6: The general account of revenue and expenditure to 
be established by the general commissioner (article 24). 
 
- General measures  
These general measures describe the sources of finance, the 
allocation of revenue, and the attribution of the final profit or 
loss to the State (article 1), the destination of extra expenses 
(article 2), sources of credit (article 3), the funding of the 
medical service (article 5). 
- Revenue. 
This Chapter lists the revenues that the Exhibition must 
generate (article 6), the measures relating to free entry 
(article 7) and to the revenue from hiring sites and various 
licences (article 8), the summary statements of revenue to be 
drawn up (article 9). 
- Expenses. 
This chapter determines the procedure for the annual 
demand for credit (article 10) and the establishment of 
annual budgets (articles 11 to 13), the method of determining 
remuneration (article 14), the repartition of  authorized 
signatures depending on the sum of expenses (article 16), the 
procedure for regulating expenses (articles 17 to 26). 
- Accounts of the General Financial Management 
Department and the General Managements of the 
engineering and operations managements.  
This Chapter governs the keeping of the books and 
determines their organisation as well as the transfer of the 
accounts (article 27), the accounts of the other management 
departments(article 28), the summary statements to be drawn 
up, their frequency and their addressee (articles 29, 30, 31), 
the method of drawing up the inventory of moveables and 








The  exhibitions  organised  under  the  Second  Empire  provided  experience  of  the  organisation  of  an 
accounting information system. It still served the purpose of processing economic information in order to 
assist in forecasting and provide reporting information and statistical data. The major difference between 





rules  and  fixed,  unalterable  and  rational  rules  and  principles  (Vlaeminck,  1979).  These  rules  were 


















































This  influence  is  all  the  more  interesting  since  Cerbonni  defines  the  aim  of  accounting  as  being  the 
observation and registration of the acts of these various administrative bodies (Gomberg, 1929). Above 




















‘rationalizing  machine’.  Against  the  background  of  a  return  to  parliamentary  debate  that  called  into 










formalised  by  strict  rules  and  procedures  (Krantz,  1881)  which  were  themselves  placed  under  the 


























































































competence  of  the  organisers  who  appear  to  be  taking  decisions  as  « good  deciders »  should.  This  is 







After  the  appointment  of  the  administrators  and  the  nature  of  the  decisions  taken,  a  third  level  of 











































and  expenditure  were  made,  and  what  hypotheses  were  used  to  understand  the  environment.  They 


















of  the  French  Government  were  firstly  a  fertile  field  of  investigation  for  the  hitherto  relatively  little‐











Exhibition  universelle  de  1855 :  Archives  Nationales  F12  2904 ;  Archives  Nationales F 12  2905 ;  Archives  Nationales 
F12 2906  
Exhibition universelle de 1867 : Archives Nationales F12 2918 ; Archives Nationales F12 2995 ; Archives Nationales F12 
2999 ; Archives Nationales F12 3002 ; Archives Nationales F12 3151 ; Archives Nationales F12 3153; Archives Nationales 
F12 3154 ; Archives Nationales F12 3155 ; Archives Nationales F12 3157 ;  Archives Nationales F12 3159 
Exhibition universelle de 1878 : Archives Nationales F12 3217. 
Exhibition  universelle  de  1889 :  Archives  Nationales  F12  3803  A  et  B ;  Archives  Nationales  F12  3816 ;  Archives 
Nationales F12 3817 ; Archives Nationales F12 3818 ; Archives Nationales F12 3970 ; Archives Nationales F12 3987 ; 
Archives Nationales F12 3988 ; Archives Nationales F12 3993 ; Archives Nationales F12 4050. 
Exhibition universelle de 1900 : Archives Nationales F12 4417 ; Archives Nationales F12 4180. 
Bibliothèque des Arts Décoratifs 
Prince Napoléon (1857), Imperial Commission - Rapport sur l’Exhibition universelle de 1855 présenté à l’Empereur par 
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